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Abstract: The Chinese term Anxi xiang 安息香 is now usually applied to 
benzoin, an aromatic resin obtained from species of the genus Styrax native 
to Southeast Asia. However, it appears from Chinese records that this 
aromatic originally was imported into China from western Asia. What this 
early Anxi xiang was has never been ascertained. It is here suggested that, 
like benzoin, it was produced from a species of Styrax, and was the storax 
of the ancient Mediterranean region. A complication is that storax was 
obtained from more than one plant source. Another issue is that a different 
substance, known to the Chinese as suhe 蘇合, has often been identified 
with storax. The available evidence is assessed and probable solutions are 
proposed. 
1) Introduction: General Considerations 
The identification of plants and plant products mentioned in early texts is 
generally problematic. Specialist knowledge is necessarily required. There 
are literally hundreds of thousands of plant species:1 it can be difficult  
to identify a plant to specific level even when a complete living specimen  
is available for study,2 and is undoubtedly much more difficult when all 
that is available is a limited amount of written information of uncertain 
accuracy. Nevertheless, where an adequate amount of information can be 
                                                            
1 The Plant List: a working list of all plant species (2013) records more than 350,000 
accepted species names. 
2 For further discussion of this question, see Haw (2017), pp. 5-6. 
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assembled and subjected to careful assessment, it is often possible to arrive 
at identifications with a reasonably high degree of confidence. Many plant 
products were (and are) used as medicine. In China, a considerable number 
of plant products, and the plants from which they originate, are described 
in more or less detail in the extensive Chinese bencao 本草 literature. In my 
personal experience, when researching plants and plant products known to 
the Chinese, the most useful work to consult first is the late-sixteenth-
century Bencao gangmu 本草綱目 (completed 1578) of Li Shizhen 李時珍, 
(1518-1593), which quotes many earlier works.3 
Many plant products have been used medicinally over a period of 
centuries and are still in use in Chinese medicine today. However, it is not 
necessarily the case that they have always been known by the same name, 
nor, conversely, that the same name has always been applied to the same 
product. Indeed, this article discusses the case of Anxi xiang 安息香, a name 
which was undoubtedly applied to more than one substance. Another issue 
with names, which also applies in this case, is that they are sometimes of 
non-Chinese origin, the Chinese version of the name being a phonetic tran-
scription or occasionally a translation. Anxi xiang is illustrative of some of 
the problems which can arise in such cases: the great Chinese authority on 
materia medica, Li Shizhen, was not sure whether Anxi was the name of a 
foreign country or was a purely Chinese term (see below). Such ambiguity 
is by no means uncommon. Moreover, even if it is reasonably certain that a 
Chinese term is a transcription of a foreign word, it is rarely clear what 
foreign language was involved. Reconstructing the originals of Chinese 
transcriptions of foreign words is a complex process which has often led to 
error. There are some clear examples of this in Hirth and Rockhill’s 
annotated translation of Zhao Rukuo’s 趙汝适 Zhu fan zhi 諸蕃志.4 One is 
the claim that “Sa-po traders” in Sri Lanka may have been “Arabs from the 
Hadramaut and Oman coasts”.5 This derives from a false identification of 
Sabo or Sabao 薩薄 as a transcription of Saba, although in fact it transcribes a 
Sanskrit term meaning a caravan leader or chief merchant.6 This had been 
pointed out as early as 1904,7 but notwithstanding this the error was 
repeated at least as late as 1928.8 Another is the erroneous reconstruction of 
Pusaman 菩薩蠻 as “Musulman”.9 This is an interesting case, for Pusa is 
                                                            
3 For discussion of Li Shizhen as botanist, see Haw (1986), pp. 49-50. 
4 A good recent edition of this work in the original Chinese is Zhu fan zhi jiaoshi. 
5 Hirth and Rockhill (1911), p. 3. 
6 Pelliot (1912), pp. 456-457. 
7 Pelliot (1904), p. 356 n. 1. 
8 Hādī Ḥasan (1928), p. 65. 
9 Hirth and Rockhill (1911), pp. 16 n. 2, 281. 
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indeed a transcription, but of “Bodhisattva”, while man is simply a Chinese 
term for “southern barbarians”.10 
More directly relevant to the present discussion is the case of xunlu 薰陸, 
the Chinese name of an aromatic often identified as frankincense. It has 
been claimed that this is a transcription of the Arabic word kundur.11 This is 
phonetically impossible, for the Middle Chinese (c. 600 CE) pronunciation 
of xunlu was ‘xjwən-ljuk’.12 Pelliot pointed out the difficulties here: Chinese 
initial h-/x- was never used to transcribe initial k-, and the final -k of ‘ljuk’ 
could not transcribe a final -r. He was inclined to think that xunlu was not  
a transcription at all, but a purely Chinese term.13 However, Pelliot was 
apparently unaware of the existence of a Sanskrit term kunduruka or 
kundurūka (olibanum or frankincense).14 This resolves the problem of the 
final -k, but not of the initial x-. My suggestion is that this term is a hybrid 
transcription, that is, a Chinese transcription of a foreign word in which the 
characters have been chosen for their meaning as well as for their sound. 
As a result, the phonetic equivalence is more approximate than usual. Xun 
薰 is a fragrant Chinese plant, and the character is used by extension to 
mean “fragrant”.15 It was therefore appropriate to use it in a transcription 
of a foreign word for an aromatic, even though it was phonetically im-
precise. Pelliot also points out that the very similar character xun 熏 means 
“faire brûler avec fumée” or “enfumer”16 (“to cause to burn and produce 
smoke” or “to smoke [cense]”) which would also be an appropriate 
meaning in the name of an incense. Some relationship might be suspected 
with the term xunlu 熏鑪, an incense burner, attested in an early fifth-
century text17 (although the Middle Chinese pronunciation of lu 鑪 was 
‘luo’, with no final -k;18 today, the tone is different from that of lu 陸). A 
Buddhist lexicon of the mid-twelfth century treats xunlu 熏陸 as a purely 
                                                            
10 For discussion of this, see Schafer (1963), p. 286 n. 206. These Pusa man were 
Southeast Asian women who wore their hair wound up on top of their head in a 
style very similar to that frequently shown in Chinese depictions of Bodhisattvas. 
11 Hirth and Rockhill (1911), p. 196 n. 1; Schottenhammer (2010), p. 130. 
12 Schuessler (2009), pp. 188, 336. 
13 Pelliot (1912), pp. 475-477. 
14 Monier-Williams (1899), p. 291; Schafer (1963), p. 170; Boodberg (1937), p. 359 
n. 60. Boodberg, and Schafer following him, state that xunlu is attested as early as 
the third century BCE. They provide no supporting evidence for such a claim, 
which I have been unable to confirm. 
15 Pulleyblank (1991), p. 352; Wolters (1960), pp. 328, 331. 
16 Pelliot (1912), p. 477 n. 1. 
17 The Xue fu 雪賦 of Xie Huilian 謝惠連 (407-433 CE): in Wen xuan 文選, 
chap. 13, p. 18a; also in Han Wei Liu chao yi bai san jia ji 漢魏六朝一百三家集, part 2, 
chap. 71, p. 151. 
18 Schuessler (2009), p. 56. 
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Chinese term, 19  but perhaps by that time its possible origin as a 
transcription had been forgotten. 
Here it should be stressed that Chinese transcriptions of foreign words 
are generally much more exact than often seems to have been believed  
in the past. The historical phonology of Chinese has been considerably 
elucidated during the past few decades, which has allowed a greater 
appreciation of the general precision of Chinese transcriptions, within the 
limits of Chinese phonology.20 It follows that, when attempting to identify 
the original word represented by a Chinese transcription, it is essential  
to consider the Chinese pronunciation of the relevant period and to seek 
more or less exact phonetic equivalences: vague approximations are not 
adequate. 
Just as, in the past, the reconstruction of the foreign originals of Chinese 
transcriptions was hampered by lack of knowledge of Chinese historical 
phonology, so the identification of plants was often constrained by lack of 
botanical knowledge. A century or so ago, very many plant species were 
unknown and undescribed. Elsewhere21 I have given the example of Laufer, 
writing in 1919, stating that “the genus Ficus comprises nearly a hundred 
and sixty species”.22 Today, some 99 species of the genus are recognised  
as occurring in China alone, with as many as about a thousand species 
worldwide (six times Laufer’s number). 23  Clearly, such limitations of 
botanical knowledge necessarily imposed restrictions on the results that 
could be achieved by early researchers on the historical botany of China. 
Work undertaken in this field during the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries must therefore be reassessed in the light of the considerable 
recent expansion of botanical knowledge. It is essential to understand that 
most identifications of plants and plant products mentioned in early 
Chinese sources are at best uncertain.24 It is also the case that great progress 
has been made in Chinese studies generally during the past century: early 
researchers such as Emile Bretschneider (1833-1901) 25 (see below) and 
Friedrich Hirth (1845-1927) worked at a time when Chinese studies in the 
West were in their infancy. Hirth, for example, admitted that he struggled 
                                                            
19 Fanyi ming yi ji, chap. 8, p. 700. 
20 See the comments in Vovin (2007), pp. 191-199, and also Boodberg’s review of 
the state of the field in the mid-1930s; Boodberg (1937), pp. 329-339. 
21 Haw (2018b), p. 430. 
22 Laufer (1919), pp. 413-414. 
23 Wu et al. (eds.) (2003a), pp. 37-73. 
24 There is a strong tendency for such identifications to become accepted as 
‘proven’ once they have been repeated frequently enough. This is highly 
regrettable: mere repetition does nothing to strengthen evidence and certainly does 
not constitute proof. 
25 On the life and work of Bretschneider, see Cordier (1901). 
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to understand Classical Chinese texts, and suggested that his problems 
were normal at the time. With reference to his studies of Zhao Rukuo’s Zhu 
fan zhi, he wrote: 
I made the experience, which forces itself upon every 
inquirer in the region of Chinese philology, that one first 
fancies to have to do with unintelligible and purposeless 
twaddle, and that one only afterwards ... succeeds in 
disentangling a reasonable, useful, and often most 
important argument.26 
Thus, early researches into plants and plant products in China, while often 
still useful, must always be evaluated in the light of current knowledge. 
Making such evaluation and progressing with further research necessarily 
requires specialised knowledge both of Chinese and of botany. 
Since information about plants and plant products in pre-modern 
Chinese texts is almost always limited (and not infrequently insufficient), 
when attempting identification, every available scrap of information must 
be examined and carefully assessed. Each piece of information will limit 
available choices. For example, if (as in the case of Anxi xiang) the plant 
product in question was used as incense, that is a very important limiting 
factor. Most plants are not sources of incense and so can be excluded.27 
Again, area of origin imposes further limits. In combination with these 
factors, information about the appearance of the plant may be adequate  
to enable more or less positive identification. Unfortunately, it is very 
rarely the case that sufficient information is available to allow the use of 
conventional methods of plant identification (such as the use of keys).28  
In the end, considerable familiarity with a wide range of plants is 
indispensable.29 
                                                            
26 Hirth (1890), p. 312. Like many scholars of Chinese of the period, Hirth was 
more or less an amateur: he studied classical philology in Germany before taking 
employment with the Imperial Customs Service in China. Only after retirement 
from this work did he eventually take up an academic post at Columbia University, 
in 1902; Erkes (1927), pp. 218-220. 
27 On plants producing useful resins (including those used as incense), see 
Langenheim (2003) and also Mantell (1950). 
28 Cullen (2006) is a useful and informative guide to the identification of plants. 
29 Bell (1991) is a well-illustrated introduction to the enormous diversity of the 
plant world. 
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2) The Name Anxi xiang 
The aromatic substance known to the Chinese as Anxi xiang has been the 
cause of much confusion.30 In more recent times, it has usually been iden-
tified as benzoin, a product of trees of the genus Styrax native to Southeast 
Asia.31 However, it is highly likely that it originally referred to a different 
substance which came from western Asia.32 Anxi is the usual Chinese term 
denoting Parthia. It is almost certainly a transcription of Aršak, name of the 
ruling dynasty of the Parthian Empire.33 Nevertheless, it is far from clear 
that, in the case of this aromatic, Anxi has this meaning. The great late Ming 
pharmacist, Li Shizhen, wrote that: 
This aromatic dispels evil and mollifies (anxi) everything 
injurious, wherefore it is so named. It is also said that 




The final statement here is questionable. There is no indication of why 
Li identified zhuobeiluo with Anxi xiang. This zhuobeiluo 拙貝羅 is probably 
an error for jujuluo 窶具攞,35 but it is not entirely certain exactly what 
jujuluo (Sanskrit guggulu, guggula) was, despite identifications that have 
been made, most often with bdellium.36 A nineteenth-century work about 
                                                            
30 Laufer (1919), p. 465. Laufer says: “the subject has not yet been presented 
clearly”. See also Schottenhammer, (2010), pp. 140-141. Schottenhammer refers to 
“an ancient Iranian product, as yet unidentified”, although there is in fact no good 
evidence that it was Iranian. 
31  Zhang and Unschuld (eds.) (2015), p. 722; Guojia Zhongyiyao guanliju 
“Zhonghua bencao” bianweihui (ed.), (1999), vol. 6, pp. 144-145. 
32 Laufer (1919), pp. 464-465. 
33  Schottenhammer (2010), p. 140. Schuessler (2009), p. 253. The Later Han 
pronunciation of anxi was ‘Ɂɑn-sɨk’; Schuessler (2009), pp. 111, 253. 
34 Bencao gangmu, vol. 2, chap. 34, p. 1961. 
35 The modern editors of the Bencao gangmu equate zhuobeiluo with the jujuluo 
mentioned in a Buddhist sutra translated by Yijing 義净 (635-713); Bencao gangmu, 
vol. 2, chap. 34, p. 1961 n. 1. For discussion of this, see Pelliot (1912), p. 480; and 
Wolters (1967), pp. 111-112, 297-298 n. 2. Huilin 慧琳 gives shushuluo 术术羅 as 
meaning anxi xiang; Yiqie jing yin yi, chap. 45, p. 664. This is a little odd, as the 
Middle Chinese reading of shu was ‘dźjwet’ (Later Han pronunciation ‘źuit’); 
Schuessler (2009), p. 314. Shu is now often read zhu, Early Middle Chinese ‘drwit’; 
Pulleyblank (1991), p. 414. 
36 Wolters (1967), pp. 111-112; Potts et al. (1996), pp. 292-295; Needham (1986), 
pp. 276-277. 
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India reports that: “Gogul is a species of bitumen, much used at Bombay, 
Bengal, and other parts of India, for painting the bottoms of ships”.37 The 
name and its cognates in various languages have apparently been applied 
to a considerable variety of different trees and their resins, including 
Balsamodendron roxburghii (a synonym of Commiphora mukul (Hook. ex 
Stocks) Engl.), Ailanthus grandis (a synonym of A. integrifolia subsp. calycina 
(Pierre) Noot.), Argyreia speciosa (a synonym of A. nervosa (Burm. f.) Bojer) 
and Shorea robusta Gaertn.38 It might perhaps also be suspected that guggulu 
is in some way connected with Greek kokkologi, a term applied to an 
inferior grade of mastic collected from Pistacia lentiscus L.39 Overall, it is 
tempting to conclude that guggulu was often used simply to mean ‘resin’, 
or perhaps more specifically ‘(tree resin used as) incense’. 
It seems to me to be best to set aside the uncertain identification of Anxi 
xiang with guggulu, especially as it is not clear what guggulu really was. As 
Laufer remarked: 
the equations established in the Chinese-Sanskrit 
dictionaries are for the greater part merely bookish or 
lexicographical … Buddhist translators were merely 
anxious to find a suitable equivalent for an Indian term … 
. We must not draw inferences from mere Sanskrit terms, 
… unless there is more substantial evidence.40 
This largely invalidates Wolters’ chapter-length discussion of “The guggulu 
of the southern ocean”.41 It is clear that Wolters had only limited knowl-
edge of plants and botany. His discussions of plants and plant products are 
frequently inaccurate and contain many errors. A couple of examples will 
suffice here (many more could be given). He translates a short passage 
from the Song shu 宋書 (History of the [Liu] Song dynasty) on “mixing 
perfumes” (huo xiang 和香) as follows: “Rosemary, storax, An-hsi [Anxi], 
turmeric, and nai-to-ho-lo—perfumes of this kind—are all valued in foreign 
countries but do not count for much in China; 甘松, 蘇合, 安息, 鬰金, 㮏多
                                                            
37 Milburn (1825), p. 102. 
38 Potts et al. (1996), p. 296; Dymock et al. (1890), pp. 195, 302.  
39 Howes (1950), p. 308. In passing, it may be noted that the variety of Pistacia 
lentiscus grown for production of mastic on the Greek island of Chios is often 
referred to as Pistacia lentiscus var. chia (ibid., p. 308), but this varietal name appears 
never to have been validly published. Pistacia chia Desf., published in 1804, is 
reportedly an unresolved name. Botanical nomenclature used in this article has 
been checked against The Plant List: a working list of all plant species, (2013), and IPNI: 
The International Plant Names Index (2015). 
40 Laufer (1919), pp. 215-216. 
41 Wolters (1967), pp. 111-127. 
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和羅之屬並被珍於外國, 無取於中土”.42 There is obviously an error here, for 
rosemary was not a perfume or aromatic in the sense of Chinese xiang. It  
is a small shrub of which the leaves are used as a herb in cooking.43 The 
term which Wolters translates “rosemary” is gansong 甘松, which is usually 
identified with Nardostachys (spikenard). Laufer so translated it in 1919,44 
and modern Chinese sources agree.45 Wolters should have been aware of 
this. 
A further case is that of the tree called poluode 婆羅得46 by the Chinese. 
Laufer identifies this as the marking-nut tree, Semecarpus anacardium L.f.47 
The Chinese name is apparently a transcription of Sanskrit bhallātaka, or a 
related word in another Indian language.48 The fruits of this tree produce  
a black dye, which the Chinese used for dying hair.49 Laufer points out  
that Semecarpus anacardium does not grow in western Asia, so that when 
Chinese texts state that it comes from Bosi 波斯, this cannot mean Persia.50 
Wolters disagrees: “Hsü Piao [Xu Biao 徐表 (third/fourth century)] could 
not have meant anything except Persia when he mentioned the marking 
nut”. He makes this claim despite the fact that he understood that this tree 
does not grow in Persia, but is native to India, asserting that “parts  
of northern India were under the control of the Sassanids” when the 
Chinese reference to it was written.51 This is truly extraordinary. The genus 
Semecarpus L.f. is essentially tropical, with many species in South and 
Southeast Asia (there may be more than thirty species in Southeast Asia, 
some of which produce black dye from their fruits, like the Indian 
                                                            
42 Wolters (1967), p. 115. The original text is in Song shu, vol. 6, chap. 69, p. 1829. 
The translation “but do not count for much in China” is questionable. 
43 Sasikumar (2012), pp. 459-460. The use of rosemary oil in perfumes, cosmetics 
and aromatherapy is comparatively recent, as the oil is extracted by distillation; 
Sasikumar (2012), pp. 457-459. 
44 Laufer (1919), pp. 215, 428. 
45  Gansong is identified as Nardostachys in Guojia Zhongyiyao guanliju 
“Zhonghua bencao” bianweihui (ed.), (1999), vol. 7, p. 564; and in Zhongguo yixue 
kexueyuan yaowu yanjiusuo et al. (eds.) (1981), pp. 301-306. 
46 Middle Chinese ‘bwâ-lâ-tək’; Schuessler (2009), pp. 108, 215, 217. 
47 It must be noted that The Plant List: a working list of all plant species (2013) states 
that Semecarpus anacardium L.f. is an unresolved name: it lists many unresolved 
names in the genus Semecarpus, which is clearly in need of revision. 
48 Laufer (1919), p. 482. For the name of the tree in several Indian languages, see 
Quattrocchi (2012), pp. 3395-3396. 
49 Chongxiu Zhenghe jingshi zhenglei beiyong bencao, chap. 14, p. 358; Laufer (1919), 
pp. 482-483. 
50 Laufer (1919), p. 483. 
51 Wolters (1967), p. 132. 
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marking-nut).52 Moreover, the extent of Sasanian control in India was 
limited both in area and in time.53 Whether, during the lifetime of Xu Biao, 
it ever extended to anywhere where marking-nut trees grew is highly ques-
tionable (a question which Wolters does not attempt to address). Certainly, 
the marking-nut tree was never restricted to the Sasanian empire, but was 
very much more widespread. In the early 1800s, marking-nut was listed 
among exports from Bombay (Mumbai), and was reported to grow “in 
various parts of the East Indies”.54 It is recorded from Myanmar and from 
the Malay Peninsula.55 The claim that this tree must be identified as Persian 
is entirely inadmissible. In reality, as the marking-nut tree is native to 
Southeast Asia, this evidence supports the hypothesis of the Southeast 
Asian Bosi rather than contradicting it. Laufer is essentially correct in what 
he says about the marking-nut tree: Wolters is wrong. Laufer was certainly 
a better botanist than Wolters. 
What is probably the earliest mention of Anxi xiang in any Chinese work 
occurs in the Jin shu 晉書 (History of the Jin dynasty):56  
The spring which supplied the moat of Xiangguo57 was 
five li northwest of the town. The spring suddenly dried 
up. [Shi] Le58 asked [Fotu]cheng59 how to get the water 
back. Cheng said: “Now I shall call upon a dragon to 
obtain water”. Then with his disciple Fashou and several 
others, he went to a place above the old spring, sat on a 
hammock and burned Anxi aromatic, reciting several 
hundred mystical words. After three days of this, a trickle 
of water appeared. A small dragon some five or six inches 
long came with the water. All the adepts vied to have a 
look at it. After a little while, the water flowed in great 




                                                            
52 Hou (1978), pp. 499-518; Quattrocchi (2012), pp. 3395-3397. 
53 See Brunner (1983), pp. 771-777. 
54 Milburn (1825), p. 144. 
55 Kress et al. (2003), p. 139; Semalty et al. (2010), p. 88. 
56 Compiled in about 645, but recording events during the period 265-419; see 
Xiong (ed.) (2009), p. 255. 
57 Xiangguo was a town in Hebei near modern Xingtai 邢台, and was capital of 
the Later Zhao 後趙 state; see Xiong (2009), p. 566. 
58 Shi Le 石勒 (271-333) was first emperor of the Later Zhao state; see Xiong 
(2009), p. 450; Lewis (2009), pp. 145-146. 
59 On Fotucheng 佛圖澄 (Buddhoṣingha), see Xiong (2009), pp. 160-161; Wright 
(1948), pp. 321-371. 
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小龍五六寸許随水而來。諸道士兢往視之。有頃水大至隍
塹皆满。60 
It therefore seems that Anxi xiang was known in China during the lifetimes 
of Shi Le and Fotucheng, that is, in about 300 CE. This suggests that it 
might well have first become known to the Chinese as an export from the 
Parthian Empire, and was so named as a result. This is a more likely expla-
nation of the name than Li Shizhen’s translation which, as Laufer opines, 
seems forced.61 Hirth and Rockhill claimed that the name of Anxi “was 
transferred, after the overthrow of the Arsacides, to the new Persian king-
dom of the Sassanide dynasty”, so that, “[d]uring the Chou [Zhou] and Sui 
dynasties (557-618 CE) An-si [Anxi] may therefore be held to be identical 
with Persia”.62 They provide no evidence to support this claim, which is 
undoubtedly wrong.63 The Zhou shu 周書 (History of the Zhou dynasty) 
records that “on the West, it [Anxi] adjoins the Sasanian Empire (Bosi); [安
息]西與波斯相接”.64 Clearly, the Chinese believed that Anxi and Bosi both 
existed at the same time. It appears that Bukhara had continued to claim  
to be Anxi long after the fall of the Parthian Empire.65 Whether this was 
justified by any genuine connection or not is unclear, but the Chinese 
apparently accepted it. Thus, Anxi aromatic might have reached China by 
land across Central Asia at almost any time up to about 600 CE, and might 
have been believed by the Chinese to have come from Anxi = Parthia.66 
                                                            
60 Jin shu, vol. 8, chap. 95, p. 2486. For another translation of this passage, see 
Wolters (1967), p. 115. Wolters apparently translated the text as quoted in the 
Taiping yulan 太平御覽 encyclopaedia, rather than the original text of the Jin shu; see 
Wolters (1967), p. 299 n. 21. There are significant differences. A version of this story, 
including mention of Anxi xiang, is in Gao seng zhuan, chap. 9, pp. 346-347. This may 
be the source of the version in the Jin shu. 
61 Laufer (1919), p. 467. In my personal experience, the term Anxi exists only as a 
transcription of Aršak and in the name of this aromatic and was not normally used 
in any other sense. 
62 Hirth and Rockhill (1911), p. 201; see also Hirth (1885), pp. 197-198. Wolters 
also thought that: “An-hsi [Anxi] was probably the name for Sassanid Persia before 
the first Sassanid envoys reached northern China in 455”; Wolters (1960), p. 335. 
63 They cite Hirth (1885), p. 198, to support the claim, but there Hirth merely 
says “[w]e have to assume” the transfer of the name, without providing any 
supporting evidence. 
64 Zhou shu, vol. 3, chap. 50, p. 919. 
65 Sui shu (History of the Sui dynasty), vol. 6, chap. 83, p. 1849. 
66 The claim that “the association of benzoin with the ancient name of Parthia 
was nothing but the product of the imaginations of learned men of China” must 
certainly be rejected; this claim by Yamada Kentaro is quoted in Wheatley (1959), 
pp. 57-58; it also appears in Wolters (1967), p. 125. 
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3) The Anxi xiang Tree Described in the Youyang zazu 
If Wolters’ identification of Anxi xiang with guggulu and bdellium67 is re-
jected, as I think it must be, then the question of what it really was remains 
to be answered. The best evidence available is a description of the tree from 
which it was obtained in the Youyang zazu 酉陽雜俎, a work of the ninth 
century. This passage has been translated into English at least five times. 
The translations are generally similar, but, as they differ in a few important 





1. Bretschneider: The tree which yields the An si hiang 
[Anxi xiang] grows in Po sz‘ [Bosi] (Persia). It is also called 
p’i sie shu [pixie shu] (tree which drives away evil). It 
grows from twenty to thirty feet high. Its bark is 
yellowish black. The leaves spread out into four corners 
and do not fall off in the cold. It blossoms in the 2nd 
month. Yellow flowers. The heart of the flower is green. It 
does not produce fruit. When the bark of the tree is 
scraped off the resin appears, like sugar. It is called An si 
hiang. In the 6th or 7th month, when it has become hard, 
it is fit for being burned as incense. It has the property of 
expelling all sorts of evil things.70 
It must be noted that this translation was not made directly from the 
original, but from the text as quoted in the Bencao gangmu.71 There are some 
small differences. In particular, the Bencao gangmu version does indeed 
read “twenty to thirty feet”,72 whereas the original has only “thirty”. The 
same quotation in the Chinese pharmacopoeia of 1249 agrees with the orig-
inal in reading “thirty”,73 so it would seem that the insertion of “twenty” is 
a late error. 
                                                            
67 Wolters (1967), pp. 111-114. 
68 Most of the translations include Chinese characters in the text. They have been 
omitted here as the complete original text is quoted. 
69 Youyang zazu, first collection, chap. 18, p. 177. On this work, see Reed (2003), 
pp. 121-145. 
70 Bretschneider (1895), p. 466. 
71 Bencao gangmu, vol. 2, chap. 34, p. 1961. 
72 Er san zhang 二三丈. One zhang is ten Chinese feet, chi 尺. 
73 Chongxiu Zhenghe jingshi zhenglei beiyong bencao, chap. 13, p. 330. 
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2. Hirth and Rockhill: The an-si-hiang [Anxi xiang] tree 
comes from Po-ssï [Bosi] (Persia). In Po-ssï it is called the 
pi-sié [bixie] tree (or “destroying evil tree”). It is thirty feet 
high; the bark is yellowish black. The leaves have four 
angles; they do not shrivel up in winter. In the second 
moon it blossoms; the flower is yellowish, the heart of the 
flower is greenish. It has no fruit. When the bark of the 
tree is cut, its gum is like syrup; it is called an-si-hiang. In 
the sixth and seventh moons it hardens, when it can be 
burned, propitiating the gods and dispelling all evil.74 
3. Laufer: The tree furnishing the ńan-si [Anxi] aromatic is 
produced in the country Po-se [Bosi]. In Po-se it is termed 
p’i-sie [pixie] tree (“tree warding off evil influences”). The 
tree grows to a height of thirty feet, and has a bark of a 
yellow-black color. The leaves are oblong, and remain 
green throughout the winter. It flowers in the second 
month. The blossoms are yellow. The heart of the flower 
is somewhat greenish (or bluish). It does not form fruit. 
On scraping the tree-bark, the gum appears like syrup, 
which is called ńan-si aromatic. In the sixth or seventh 
month, when this substance hardens, it is fit for use as 
incense, which penetrates into the abode of the spirits and 
dispels all evil.75 
4. Wolters: The An-hsi [Anxi] perfume tree. It comes from 
the Po-ssŭ [Bosi] country. The Po-ssŭ call it the tree that 
wards off evil influences. The tree grows to a height of 
thirty feet. The bark is of a yellow-black colour and the 
oblong leaves do not wither in the winter. It flowers in 
the second month of the year, and the colour of the 
flowers is yellow. The heart of the flower is somewhat 
green and does not bear fruit. When one scrapes the bark 
of the tree a syrup-like gum appears; it is called An-hsi 
perfume. It hardens in the sixth and seventh month [sic] 
of the year, and then it may be taken for burning in order 
that one may attain the potencies of the spirits and ward 
off all forms of evil.76 
5. Schottenhammer: It comes from Persia where it is 
called “piye shu” (tree warding off evil influences). It is 
three zhang tall, the colour of the bark is darkish-yellow, 
the leaves have four angles and they don’t wither and fall 
when it gets cold. In the 2nd month it opens yellow 
                                                            
74 Hirth and Rockhill (1911), p. 202. 
75 Laufer (1919), p. 466. 
76 Wolters (1967), pp. 116-117. 
HAW: STORAX, BENZOIN AND THE CHINESE ANXI XIANG                                            95 
 
flowers. The heart of the flower is slightly greenish (like a 
jade stone); (the trees) don’t bear fruits. When you carve 
the bark, the resin (jiao) flows like syrup, which is called 
“anxi xiang”. In the sixth or seventh month, when it 
coagulates, then you can take it and burn it in order to 
communicate with the gods, and all evil will be 
removed.77 
Most of the translators have read the characters bixie 辟邪 incorrectly.78 
There is no doubt that the correct pronunciation of these two characters in 
this combination is bixie, which means to ‘dispel all evils’ (in a medical 
context, it might be translated ‘cure all ills’). The character translated 
‘yellow’ is huang 黄, which is literally the colour of the soil of much of 
northern China: yellow ochre. It is the yellow of ‘Yellow River’, so called 
because of the colour imparted to the water by the large amount of silt it 
usually carries. According to context, huang may sometimes mean ‘brown’. 
The colour of the bark of the tree should probably be ‘dark (yellowish-) 
brown’. The fundamental meaning of jiao 膠 is ‘glue’,79 hence it is used  
to refer to sticky sap from trees. Yi 飴 is not ‘sugar’: ‘syrup’ is certainly a 
better translation. The basic meaning of the character may be ‘malt’.80 
4) Identification of the Anxi xiang Tree 
All the translators apparently believed that the description was of a tree of 
the genus Styrax L.,81 with the exception only of Laufer, who expressed 
justifiable doubts.82 First of all, there is no tree of the genus Styrax which 
has yellow, or even yellowish, flowers. Styrax flowers are white, sometimes 
tinged with red or violet, and are often showy.83 Several species are cul-
tivated as ornamentals for their flowers and are commonly known as 
‘snowbells’.84 The second problem is that of the leaves. All the translators 
have misinterpreted the description of the leaves, which says: “ye you si jiao 
                                                            
77 Schottenhammer (2010), p. 140. 
78 The first character is sometimes read pi and the second ye or ya, but not in this 
combination. 
79 Karlgren (1964), p. 275 [character no. 1069s]; Schuessler (2009), p. 179. 
80 Pulleyblank (1991), p. 366, gives “malt sugar”. 
81 Bretschneider (1895), p. 467; Hirth and Rockhill (1911), pp. 201-202; Wolters 
(1967), p. 117; Schottenhammer (2010), pp. 140-141. Hirth and Rockhill express no 
very clear opinion, but cite Bretschneider. 
82 Laufer (1919), p. 466. 
83 Perkins (1907), p. 5. 
84 Brickell (ed.) (1999), p. 695; Hillier and Sons (1973), p. 384. 
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葉有四角”.85 This clearly puzzled Bretschneider, who tried to make sense of 
it with the interpretation: “The leaves spread out into four corners”. 
Unfortunately, there is no justification for “spread out”: there is nothing in 
the original text equivalent to this. “The leaves have four angles” of the 
translations of Hirth and Rockhill and of Schottenhammer is a possible 
literal interpretation, but is meaningless in the context. Laufer, followed by 
Wolters, chose to interpret the “four angles” or “four corners” as describing 
a rectangular shape, and used the term “oblong” to describe the leaves. 
This really cannot be justified. ‘Oblong’ is used in a specialized botanical 
sense to describe leaves that are “elliptical, obtuse at each end”.86 This does 
not imply the presence of any sharp angles or ‘corners’, however.87 
The key term here is jiao. The fundamental meaning of this Chinese 
character is ‘horn’: the graph originated as a drawing of an animal horn.88 
The meanings ‘sharp angle, corner’89 are probably derived from this basic 
meaning. In connection with plants, the term is applied to the pods of 
beans,90 most likely because they are long and pointed, like a horn.91 I have 
no doubt that the meaning intended in this description of the Anxi xiang 
tree is that the leaves have four sharply-pointed ‘horns’, that is, acute lobes. 
The number four may well not have been normal: three or five would be 
more likely. This is not a major problem, however, as there is always some 
variation in the leaves of trees. What is meant is that the leaves resemble 
those of a maple: palmate leaves with three to five pointed lobes. This rules 
out any species of Styrax, which all have unlobed, usually ovate or elliptical, 
leaves.92 [Figures 1 & 2]. Good evidence for this interpretation of jiao is 
                                                            
85 Youyang zazu, first collection, chap. 18, p. 177. 
86 Stearn (1973), p. 325. 
87 It is hard to know how independent the translations are. Bretschneider, as the 
earliest translator, cannot have relied at all on the others. Schottenhammer, the most 
recent, cites Laufer but apparently was not aware of any of the others, although her 
translation “the leaves have four angles” is identical with that of Hirth and 
Rockhill. In his chapter on “The guggulu of the southern ocean”, Wolters cites 
Laufer but neither Bretschneider nor Hirth and Rockhill. It seems very likely that 
Wolters took his “oblong leaves” from Laufer. 
88 Karlgren (1964), pp. 314-315 [character no. 1225a]; Schuessler (1987), pp. 303-
304. 
89 Schuessler (2007), p. 309. 
90 This usage is old. The Guangya, a third-century dictionary, says: “Bean ‘horns’ 
are called pods (dou jiao wei zhi jia 豆角謂之莢)”; Guangya shuzheng, chap. 10 shang, 
p. 339. This is quoted in the Taiping yulan, vol. 4, chap. 841, p. 3760. 
91 Wang Niansun 王念孫, in his commentary on the Guangya, says that bean 
pods are long and pointed, like horns, and so are called dou jiao (bean ‘horns’); 
Guangya shuzheng, chap. 10 shang 上, p. 339. 
92 Perkins (1907), pp. 1-2; Wu et al. (eds.) (1996), pp. 253-262. 
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found in the Song pharmacopoeia of 1249, which says of the qilinjie 麒麟竭 
tree93 that its leaves “are like those of the cherry but have three horns (jiao); 
葉似樱桃而有三角”. The accompanying illustration shows a tree with tri-
lobed leaves.94 [Figure 3]. Further, the description of the feng 楓 tree in the 
same work describes it, too, as having leaves with three “horns”.95 Feng is 
usually identified with Liquidambar formosana Hance,96 which indeed has 
leaves with three acute or acuminate lobes.97 If Anxi xiang most probably 
originally reached China from the Parthian Empire and was the resin of a 
tree with leaves similar to those of a maple, the question then is, what tree 
was this? 
A good candidate for this tree with maple-like leaves is Liquidambar 
orientalis Mill.98 This fits the description in the Youyang zazu more or less 
perfectly, excepting only that it is deciduous, not evergreen99 [Figure 4]. 
L. orientalis, which today grows mainly in Turkey, has male flowers which 
are yellowish, and separate female flowers (on the same tree)100 which are 
green and rather inconspicuous. The yellow male flowers of course pro-
duce no fruits or seeds. It is a tree of medium height, often attaining thirty 
feet and sometimes sixty or more. The leaves are very similar to maple 
leaves, with three to five pointed lobes: variation in leaf morphology is 
particularly marked in the genus Liquidambar.101 This tree was and is the 
                                                            
93 This is now usually identified as Daemonorops draco Bl.; Guojia Zhongyiyao 
guanliju “Zhonghua bencao” bianweihui (ed.) (1999), vol. 8, p. 455. However, the 
description and illustration in the Song pharmacopoeia certainly do not relate to 
this plant. For discussion of qilinjie, see Schafer (1957), pp. 132-135. Note, however, 
that none of the plants discussed by Schafer matches the description and 
illustration either. 
94 Chongxiu Zhenghe jingshi zhenglei beiyong bencao, chap. 13, pp. 320-321 (quoting 
the Bencao tujing 本草圖經, by Su Song 蘇頌, first printed in 1061). 
95 Chongxiu Zhenghe jingshi zhenglei beiyong bencao, chap. 12, p. 305 (again quoting 
the Bencao tujing). 
96 Guojia Zhongyiyao guanliju “Zhonghua bencao” bianweihui (ed.) (1999), 
vol. 3, p. 742. 
97 Wu et al. (eds.) (2003b), p. 22. 
98 It certainly cannot be any species of the genus Commiphora Jacq., from which 
bdellium is obtained. Commiphora is a large genus of about 185 species, with about 
five in South Asia likely to be the sources of guggulu. These all have trifoliolate or 
imparipinnate leaves with unlobed leaflets; eFlora of India: Commiphora (2014). See 
also Mahr (2012), pp. 140-154, which is a well-illustrated guide to Commiphora 
species in general. 
99 For a description of Liquidambar orientalis Mill., see Davis (ed.) (1972), p. 264. 
See also Figure 4. 
100 That is, Liquidambar orientalis is monoecious. 
101 Maslova (2007), p. 1124; Efe (1987), pp. 88, 89 Fig. 1, 106. Note that one of the 
leaves illustrated in Fig. 1 on p. 89 has four lobes. 
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source of liquid or Levant storax.102 Storax was originally produced from 
Styrax officinalis L., a small tree or large shrub native to the eastern Mediter-
ranean region [Figure 1]. This was solid storax, sometimes also called 
‘calamite storax’.103 What is very probably this kind of storax appears 
among exports to India in documents from the Cairo Geniza dated 1097, 
and is referred to (in translation) as “dry storax”.104 This product apparent-
ly became rare and expensive, so that later a substitute was found, which 
eventually more or less completely replaced the storax from S. officinalis. 
This substitute was the storax obtained from Liquidambar orientalis.105 Again, 
this probably figures in the Cairo Geniza documents as “fluid storax”,  
an export to India carried along with “dry storax”.106 At an early date, 
however, it was realized by merchants in Southeast Asia that a local 
product, benzoin, was very similar to storax. In fact, like the original storax, 
benzoin comes from trees of the genus Styrax, particularly from Styrax 
benzoin Dryand. [Figure 2] and Styrax tonkinensis Craib ex Hartwich.107 
There can be little doubt that benzoin and the different types of storax are 
similar (although not absolutely identical) in scent and chemical composi-
tion; the solid storax obtained from Styrax officinalis may be more similar  
to benzoin than to liquid storax.108 The resin of Liquidambar orientalis has 
been described as “possessing an odour like benzoin”.109 As a result of this 
similarity, benzoin replaced storax in trade with China, and the name Anxi 
xiang became attached solely to the product obtained from Styrax benzoin 
and other south Chinese and Southeast Asian species of Styrax.110 It was 
not the case that: “Both substances have no botanical or historical inter-
                                                            
102 Grieve (1931), p. 775; Amigues (2007), pp. 261-262, 271-274; Howes (1950), 
pp. 315-316; Quattrocchi (2012), p. 2300. 
103 Amigues (2007), pp. 261-271. Pomet, however, says that “Storax Calamite” is 
a mixture composed of several ingredients; Pomet (1694), Part 1, p. 250. More 
recently, Hanbury came to much the same conclusion; Hanbury (1876), p. 149. 
104 Goitein and Friedman (2008), pp. 171, 173, 187. On the term here translated 
“dry storax”, see Bos et al. (2011), pp. 215-216. 
105 Amigues (2007), p. 270; Lardos et al. (2011), p. 14; Hanbury (1876), pp. 129-
138. 
106 Goitein and Friedman (2008), pp. 171, 173; see also Bos et al. (2011), pp. 214-
215. The load of goods which included the two kinds of storax was destined to be 
divided and sent to the Malabar coast and to Gujarat, where pepper and lac 
(respectively) were to be bought in exchange; Goitein and Friedman (2008), p. 172. 
107 There is doubt about the exact botanical status of Styrax benzoin Dryand. The 
Plant List says that it is an “unresolved name”. Other species of Styrax may also 
have been involved; see Chevalier (1924), pp. 10-19; Lardos et al. (2011), p. 13. 
108 Modugno et al. (2006), pp. 298, 303. 
109 Dieterich (1920), p. 304. 
110 Guojia Zhongyiyao guanliju “Zhonghua bencao” bianweihui (ed.) (1999), 
vol. 6, pp. 144-146. 
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relation, but, possibly due to some outer resemblance, came to be des-
ignated in the same way”.111 In reality, they were equated because they 
were chemically similar (and therefore had similar medicinal uses) and 
smelled much the same. 
5) Storax, Benzoin, and the Question of Suhe 
The Youyang zazu dates from the ninth century, but it is entirely possible 
that material in it, including the description of the tree, was obtained from 
earlier sources. It is difficult to discern when the transfer of the name Anxi 
xiang from storax to benzoin may have occurred. It is possible that it was 
an extended process, the term being applied to both storax and benzoin for 
a long period of time (just as both solid and liquid storax were ‘storax’). 
Storax may have reached northern China by overland trade routes across 
Central Asia, while, at the same time, southern China imported benzoin 
from Southeast Asia. This is particularly likely to have occurred during the 
period when China was divided between northern and southern states 
(throughout most of the fourth, fifth and sixth centuries). It is interesting 
that, during the late nineteenth century, Bretschneider found that Anxi 
xiang obtained in southern China was benzoin, while what was sold under 
the name in Beijing was “a composition of various perfumes”.112 The Hai 
yao bencao 海藥本草 (Pharmacopoeia of Medicines from Overseas) quotes a 
work of the fourth or early fifth centuries as saying that: “Anxi xiang ... is 
produced in the country of Bosi in the Southern Sea; 安息香 ... 生南海波斯
國”.113 (This might perhaps also be translated: “in the Southern Sea and in 
the country of Bosi”. Early Chinese works were not punctuated; moreover 
‘and’ is often understood but not written).114 Unfortunately, the Hai yao 
                                                            
111 Schottenhammer (2010), p. 140. In fact, Schottenhammer contradicts herself 
by saying, on the same page, that Anxi xiang was originally “gum-gugul” and that 
benzoin was “an aromatic with properties similar to gum-gugul”, which then came 
to be called Anxi xiang. I have seen no evidence that “gum-gugul” in reality 
resembled benzoin very closely. A “Googul” from Bengal has been reported to have 
an odour which “recalls that of Burgundy pitch or castor”; Sawer (1892), p. 267. 
112 Bretschneider (1895), p. 467. 
113 Hai yao bencao, p. 55. 
114 On the country of Bosi that was apparently somewhere in Southeast Asia, see 
Laufer (1919), pp. 468-487; Hirth and Rockhill (1911), p. 152; Pelliot (1959), pp. 87-
88; Schottenhammer (2010), pp. 124-125. Schottenhammer’s assertions that: ”the 
designation ‘Persian’ gradually disappeared in the course of the Song dynasty in 
favour of the term ‘Dashi ...’,” and that “the question remains whether it is not 
possible that these Bosi were descendants of Persian or Arab families who had 
settled there [Malaya] earlier” are little more than speculation. There is little or no 
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bencao, a work probably dating from the tenth century, is itself known 
today only from quotes in other works. It is impossible to be sure how 
reliable this information may be. If Anxi xiang was really reported to be a 
product of the Southern Sea region perhaps as early as the fourth century, 
then the Chinese knew of benzoin at an early date. This is not entirely 
improbable, for they certainly knew of camphor from Sumatra (the Barus 
area) by no later than about 550.115 
This problem of dating cannot be fully resolved. It is nevertheless highly 
likely that Anxi xiang originally came from western Asia and was storax, 
but that the name was later applied to benzoin, the very similar resin from 
Southeast Asia. There is, however, an objection that might be raised against 
this. A different substance, known as suhe 蘇合  in Chinese, has been 
identified as storax.116 There is very little foundation for this identification, 
however. Some early Chinese texts state that suhe was not a natural sub-
stance, but a mixture of several ingredients. What is perhaps the earliest 
reference to suhe, in the Hou Han shu 後漢書 (History of the Later Han 
dynasty), says that it was a product of Da Qin 大秦117 (the Roman Empire), 
and that it was made by mixing together several aromatics and heating 
them.118 According to the Liang shu 梁書 (History of the Liang dynasty), 
suhe was a product of Da Qin which was traded in India: it “is a mixture of 
aromatic saps melted together, not a natural product; 是合諸香汁煎之, 非自
然一物也”.119 It was among products which reached China from the south, 
almost certainly by sea. In 519, some was presented to the Liang court by 
the kingdom of Funan 扶南120 in mainland Southeast Asia.121 It probably 
also arrived in China overland, however, for it is listed among products of 
                                                                                                                                         
sound evidence of “Persian or Arab” settlers anywhere in Southeast Asia before the 
thirteenth century; see Haw (2018a), pp. 717-741, and Haw (2018b), pp. 415-422, 
425-429. There is also no evidence that the terms Bosi and Dashi were in any way 
equivalent, at any period. By the middle of the thirteenth century, both terms had 
more or less fallen out of use. There is no occurrence of Bosi in the Yuan shi 元史 
(History of the Yuan dynasty) and only a single occurence of Dashi. This is a 
complex issue, which I intend to discuss at length elsewhere. In this instance, 
however, the most natural reading of the phrase Nanhai Bosi guo 南海波斯國 is 
certainly “the country of Bosi in the Southern Sea”. 
115 Wolters (1967), pp. 122-123. 
116 Wheatley (1959), pp. 108-109; Wolters (1967), p. 98; Laufer (1919), pp. 456-459. 
117 Here probably the Roman Empire in general, but this term often refers 
particularly to the eastern provinces of the Empire. 
118 Hou Han shu (1965), vol. 10, chap. 88, p. 2919. 
119 Liang shu, vol. 3, chap. 54, p. 798. 
120 On this polity, see Pelliot (1903), pp. 248-303. 
121 Liang shu, vol. 3, chap. 54, p. 790. 
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Parthia in the Zhou shu 周書 (History of the Zhou dynasty).122 Presumably 
that which reached the south by sea had passed from western Asia to India, 
and then via Southeast Asia to China, while northern China acquired it (or 
at least knowledge of it) by the overland trade routes across Central Asia. 
Tao Hongjing 陶弘景 (451-536) states that it was called “lion’s dung (shizi 
shi 師[獅]子屎)”, but that it was not really so. He also says that it came from 
the Western Regions (Xi yu 西域), at this period probably meaning that it 
reached China via the overland routes.123 According to the Guang zhi 廣志, 
a work which dates from before the 520s:124 
Suhe xiang comes from the country of Da Qin, or some say 
from the country of Suhe.125 The people of the country 
gather it and press out its sap to make a fragrant balm, 
then sell the residue to foreign merchants. It is also said 
that they mix together various fragrant herbs and boil 




By the Tang period, it was stated that suhe came both from the Western 
Regions and from Kunlun 崑崙,127 which was then a general term for a 
large part of Southeast Asia.128 This confirms that, at least by that time,  
it was imported both overland and by sea. Chen Cangqi 陳藏器 (eighth 
century) states that it was not lion’s dung but was made in western 
countries from the sap and bark of herbs and trees.129 There is, however, no 
early statement of exactly what it was. Accounts of its origin clearly differ. 
                                                            
122 Zhou shu, vol. 3, chap. 50, p. 920. The Liang empire (502-557) controlled a 
large part of southern China, but the Zhou empire (557-581) was centred in 
northwestern China; see Tan (1982), pp. 21-24. 
123 Tao Hongjing, Ming yi bielu 名醫别錄, quoted in Chongxiu Zhenghe jingshi 
zhenglei beiyong bencao, chap. 12, p. 310. See also Laufer (1919), p. 458. 
124 On the date of this work, see Wolters (1967), pp. 87-88. 
125 “The country of Suhe” is otherwise unknown, and probably did not exist; see 
Laufer (1919), p. 457. 
126 Quoted in Fayuan zhulin jiaozhu, vol. 3, chap. 36, p. 1157. The Guang zhi is a 
lost work; the Fayuan zhulin was completed in 668. 
127 Quoted in Chongxiu Zhenghe jingshi zhenglei beiyong bencao, chap. 12, p. 310. 
128 Hall (2011), pp. 44-45; Ferrand (1919), pp. 239-333; Wolters (1967), p. 153. 
Wolters’ claim that “the K’un-lun countries … means Indonesia” is unjustifiably 
precise, however. The Old History of the Tang dynasty says that: “From Linyi 
southwards, [the people] all have curly hair and black bodies and are known by the 
general name of Kunlun”; Jiu Tang shu, vol. 16, chap. 197, p. 5270. Linyi was 
approximately central Vietnam. 
129 Quoted in Chongxiu Zhenghe jingshi zhenglei beiyong bencao, chap. 12, p. 310. 
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Basing himself on Chinese Buddhist works, Laufer suggests that suhe 
was storax, although he notes that Buddhist sources are not in agreement. 
One apparently identifies it with olibanum.130 He seems to set aside here 
his remarks about the reliability of such identifications in Buddhist writ-
ings, already quoted above. Nevertheless, the identification of suhe with 
storax is supported by Bretschneider, who reports that suhe you 蘇合油131 
bought in Beijing “proved to be Liquid Storax”.132 However, it is not at all 
clear that suhe you was exactly the same as suhe, neither is it certain that 
what was sold in Beijing in the late nineteenth century was identical with 
suhe in much earlier times. During the eleventh century, Shen Kuo 沈括 
quoted a Tang-period description of suhe xiang and then said: “This is 
entirely unlike what is used now; 如此則全非今所用者”.133 A further claim 
of identification as storax was put forward by Hirth and Rockhill: 
Hanbury, Science Papers, 143, has conclusively shown 
that the drug now used in China is imported into Bombay 
from Aden, the Persian Gulf and the Red Sea, being 
probably brought thither from Alexandria. He has also 
established by comparison its identity with the substance 
known as Liquid Storax, obtained from the Liquidambar 
orientalis, L., in Asia Minor.134 
This claim is entirely spurious, however, for Hanbury makes no mention 
whatsoever of China, either on the page indicated or anywhere else in  
his account of storax.135 He made no identification of any “drug now used 
in China”. The identification of suhe with storax is based on very slight  
and probably unreliable evidence, and certainly cannot be accepted as 
established. 
When the early pronunciation of suhe is taken into consideration, 
another possibility arises. The Later Han pronunciation of the Chinese 
characters was ‘sɑ-gəp’.136 This bears a striking resemblance to ‘sagapenum’ 
(Greek: sagapenon, σαγάπηυου), a medicinal product used in the ancient 
Mediterranean world. 137  Exactly what it was has never been clearly 
established.138 Dioscorides says that it is “the juice of an herb that resembles 
                                                            
130 Laufer (1919), pp. 457-458. 
131 You 油 means “oil”. 
132 Bretschneider (1895), p. 465. 
133 Xin jiaozheng Meng xi bi tan, chap. 26, p. 270; Meng xi bi tan, chap. 26, p. 199. 
134 Hirth and Rockhill (1911), p. 201 note. 
135 Hanbury (1876), pp. 139-150. 
136 Schuessler (2009), pp. 52, 354. 
137 Dioscorides (2005), p. 219; Dioscorides (2000), p. 479. 
138 Dieterich (1920), p. 419. 
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the giant fennel and that grows in Media”.139 Pliny, however, noted that 
there was confusion between ‘sacopenium’ and ‘sagapemon’: “The 
sacopenium which grows in our country is quite unlike that which comes 
from overseas. The latter, also called sagapemon, resembles ammoniac 
gum”.140 Sacopenium, he says, was used for adulterating galbanum.141  
It has often been believed that sagapenum, like galbanum, and also 
asafoetida, is produced from a species of Ferula L.142 This would agree with 
what Dioscorides says about “giant fennel”. Identification with the species 
Ferula persica Willd. has sometimes been asserted, but on doubtful evi-
dence.143 In the late seventeenth century, Pomet had no more information 
about the plant than had Dioscorides. His illustration [Figure 5] certainly 
looks like an umbellifer,144 but he could only say that it was a plant which 
grew abundantly in Persia and had very small leaves (in fact, probably 
leaflets) and seeds similar to those of galbanum, but smaller. This might 
well be Ferula persica [Figure 6], but there are about 170 species of Ferula, 
not to mention similar plants of other genera of the large family of 
umbellifers.145 
That the plant from which sagapenum was obtained is uncertain need 
not diminish the possibility of its identification with suhe, which is likewise 
of unclear origin. Even the fact that suhe may often have been a mixture of 
ingredients does not rule out this possibility. One reason why the source of 
sagapenum has never been firmly identified may be that it, too, was often a 
mixture: 
the mass of the sagapenum sold to the retail trader is 
factitious, and formed by mixing together assafœtida, 
galbanum, and other drugs in varying proportions. This 
is generally done by the conscientious druggists, by 
softening a mixture of 3 parts of assafœtida and fourteen 
parts of galbanum, in a water or steam-bath, and then 
stirring in about 1/17th of their weight of turpentine, to 
                                                            
139 Dioscorides (2005), p. 219. 
140 Pliny (1951), Book XX: 197, p. 115; Latin text p. 114: “Sacopenium quod apud 
nos gignitur in totum transmarino alienator. Illud enim hammoniaci lacrimae simile 
sagapemon vocatur”. Ammoniacum was produced from various umbellifers, 
including species of the genus Ferula; Dieterich (1920), pp. 357-358. 
141 Pliny (1960), Book XII: 126, pp. 88-89. 
142 On Ferula species and their medicinal uses, see Kurzyna-Młynik et al. (2008), 
pp. 47-50; Sahebkar and Iranshahi (2011), pp. 504-531. 
143 Cooley (1845), p. 230; see also Lev and Amar (2008), pp. 472-473, where, 
however, the identification of the plant is not discussed. See the comments in ibid., 
pp. 30-34. 
144 A plant of the family Apiaceae or Umbelliferae. 
145 Sahebkar and Iranshahi (2011), p. 504. 
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which a little oil of juniper has been added … an inferior 
sort being made by adding sundry portions of yellow 
resin and paste of gum tragacanth to the above.146 
Of course, it is very likely that such practices were often employed to pro-
duce false or adulterated versions of many different products. Nonetheless, 
if this was a common practice with sagapenum, it might explain why 
Chinese sources so frequently report that suhe was a mixture of ingredients, 
not a natural product. Indeed, if sagapenum and suhe were usually 
mixtures, it would explain why identifying any single plant as source is so 
difficult. 
In the end, however, exactly what suhe was is not an essential point here. 
There is at least a reasonable case for identifying it with sagapenum, which 
means that it certainly need not have been storax (or at least that it was not 
originally storax, whatever it may have been in the nineteenth century). 
Suhe therefore need not impinge on the story of Anxi xiang, which most 
likely was so called because it originally came to China from the Parthian 
Empire. The tree described in the Youyang zazu as the source of Anxi  
xiang is almost certainly Liquidambar orientalis, from which liquid storax is 
obtained. The original source of storax was Styrax officinalis, a tree of the 
same genus as the trees which yield benzoin. The later application of the 
name to benzoin was very probably because it originally referred to storax, 
an aromatic resembling benzoin in odour and properties. Identifications of 
Anxi xiang with bdellium or olibanum are not well founded and are 
unlikely to be correct. 
  
                                                            
146 Cooley (1845), p. 231. 
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SOURCE: H. C. Andrews, The Botanist’s Repository, comprising Colour’d 
Engravings of New and Rare Plants Only, with Botanical Descriptions in Latin 
and English, vol. 10, London: Andrews, 1815, Plate 631. 
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SOURCE: G. Pabst (ed.), Köhler’s Medizinal Pflanzen in naturgetreuen 
Abbildungen mit kurz erläuterndem Texte, vol. 2, Gera-Untermhaus: Köhler, 
1890, Plate 113. 
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SOURCE: Tang Shenwei, Chongxiu Zhenghe jingshi zhenglei beiyong bencao, 
chap. 13 (printed in 1249). 
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SOURCE: G. Pabst (ed.), Köhler’s Medizinal Pflanzen in naturgetreuen 
Abbildungen mit kurz erläuterndem Texte, vol. 2, Gera-Untermhaus: Köhler, 
1890, Plate 101. 
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SOURCE: Pierre Pomet, Histoire Générale des Drogues, Paris: Loyson et 
Pillon, 1694, part 1, p. 256. 
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SOURCE: H. C. Andrews, The Botanist’s Repository, comprising Colour’d 
Engravings of New and Rare Plants Only, with Botanical Descriptions in Latin 
and English, vol. 9, London: Andrews, 1811, Plate 558.  
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